Hinting at the mutual constitutiveness of the past and the present, Walter Benjamin wrote that "every image of the past that is not recognized by the present as one of its own concerns threatens to disappear irretrievably" (1999, 247) .
This essay probes the bearing of the poem "Waiting for the Barbarians" As an allegory for contemporary predicaments, a mode of critique of a decaying order, or a call for a new start and radical change, the poem responds to certain desires or anxieties generated after the Cold War and amplified since 9/11, up to the financial crisis that started in 2008 and recent protest and social movements. It captures the fear of others after the purported rupture of 9/11, but also the longing for alternative futures, particularly in the context of the ongoing financial crisis.
Zooming in on the poem's workings in the present, I chart its deployments in the press and in cultural theory in the West since the late 1990s. I then turn to the poem to unravel the genealogies of barbarism it evokes: a negative and an affirmative one.
As I retrace both genealogies, not only in the poem but also in contemporary discourses, I argue that the poem assumes a mediating function in current debates: it seeks alternative expressive modes, beyond metaphysical truths and essentialist oppositions, and also beyond cultural relativism. The poem's irony-an irony I term 'reluctant' in its radical questioning and simultaneous attraction to metaphysicsworks as a catalyst in this mediation. Significantly, through its mediating function, the poem also seeks a viable practice of living in liminal times-a practice much needed in times of crisis.
The Poem's Literary and Artistic Restagings
The poem is structured as a dialogue between (probably) two interlocutors. The reader is informed that the city is in commotion, as everyone is preparing to receive the barbarians:
What are we waiting for, assembled in the forum?
The barbarians are due here today. 
